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The contribution of agricultural biodiversity and crop 
production to agricultural development 
 
Mario Marino 
 
The International Treaty for Plant Genetic Resources for Food and Agriculture (Rome) 
 
Plant genetic resources for food and agriculture (PGRFA) are crucial in feeding the world’s 
increasing population, which according to projections will reach 9.1 billion in 2050. They are the 
raw materials that farmers and plant breeders use to improve both the quality and productivity of 
our food crops. PGRFA are a vehicle of innovation for agriculture and a driver for change and 
increased food production. The sustainable use of PGRFA has the potential to increase agricultural 
productivity and sustainability, thus contributing to enhanced global food security and reducing 
poverty. In coming years, the integration of PGRFA with product development chains will be 
required to increase productivity in marginal areas with less reliable production conditions. 
Concrete impact for climate adaptation through the creation of climate-ready crops has been 
supported by the Benefit Sharing Fund of the International Treaty on PGRFA, which over the years 
has helped to breed new crop varieties and identify traits relevant to climate change. It is essential 
that additional conservation and plant breeding capacity is built up to support farmers and 
breeders to adapt agriculture to the changing environment. On the one hand, it is important to 
understand how new scientific and technological developments, such as gene discovery and 
genomic technologies, can be applied to implement the Treaty objectives. On the other hand, it is 
relevant to recognize the enormous contributions of farmers and local/indigenous communities to 
the conservation and sustainable use of PGRFA. Supporting the custodians of food crops may 
help advance the exchange of information on national measures affecting the realization of 
Farmers' Rights and concerted actions or recommendations to protect and promote them in 
harmony with other international instruments. 
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Building an enabling policy environment for upscaling and 
mainstreaming agricultural biodiversity to support 
nutrition-sensitive food systems 
 
Danny Hunter 
 
Bioversity International (Italy) 
 
Despite considerable strides in feeding the world’s growing population, food systems still fall short 
of doing so in a healthy or environmentally-friendly manner and are currently unable to address 
two sides of the same coin: malnutrition and obesity. Advances in agriculture have largely focused 
on increasing production of a limited number of staple crops and animal species rather than 
promoting cultivation of nutrient-rich species. In addition to nutrition problems, advances in 
agriculture have also had major consequences in terms of biodiversity loss and environmental 
degradation. Much of our food biodiversity has been neglected or lost yet it has huge potential to 
provide the natural richness of nutrients and bioactive non-nutrients humans require to thrive. 
Decades of unsustainable agricultural practices and nutrition-related interventions are now 
prompting calls for new thinking and approaches to better mainstream agricultural biodiversity for 
improved food and nutrition and to support sustainable food systems. This has also led to a 
resurgence of interest among donors, policy makers, researchers, practitioners and consumers, 
accompanied by numerous high-level intergovernmental meetings and conferences, in finding 
ways to reshape food systems that improve nutrition outcomes. A growing number of agencies 
and forums, including the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO), the 
Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD), the World Health Organization (WHO) and Bioversity 
International recognize the important role of agricultural biodiversity in this growing momentum to 
reshape food systems. Most recently, the FAO Commission on Genetic Resources for Food and 
Agricultural biodiversity to manage risks and empower the poor 
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Agriculture at its 15th Session in January 2015 endorsed a set of guidelines to facilitate the process 
of mainstreaming agricultural biodiversity into policies, programmes and national and regional 
plans of action on nutrition, which among other things provides useful guidance to support 
countries in developing sustainable and nutrition-sensitive food systems. This presentation 
explored some of these initiatives, with detailed examples from the Biodiversity for Food and 
Nutrition project funded by the Global Environment Facility. It examined the opportunities and 
challenges they present for upscaling and mainstreaming agricultural biodiversity for improved 
nutrition and other sustainability outcomes. 
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Capacity development: What, where, how? 
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Working in poor communities in Guatemala, Mali and India, the new IFAD-EU NUS Project will use 
agricultural biodiversity to manage risks and empower the poor. The goal of the Project is ‘to 
strengthen the capacities of women and men farmers, including indigenous communities, and 
other value-chain actors to manage risks associated with climate change, poor nutrition status 
and economic disempowerment’. The Project will seek ‘proof of concept’ that better-managed 
traditional crops and landraces, linked to nutrition-sensitive value chains, can contribute to 
enhanced nutrition, income and empowerment, and safeguarding livelihood assets. For this to 
happen, decisions, actions and interactions of people and organizations would need to change, 
compared to the current state. The Project’s theory of change i) describes the socio-economic 
and agro-ecological context in which the intervention is taking place, ii) analyses the actors, 
organizations and networks that participate in, or influence change, iii) outlines a desired change 
and describes a set of activities—at farm, community, national and international levels—that would 
trigger the anticipated change. Capacity development, both as a distinct activity, such as training, 
and as a process embedded in participatory action research, value chain enhancement, and policy 
influence, plays a central role in the Project and needs to be understood by Project staff and 
partners alike. Using the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development definition of 
‘capacity’ as ‘the ability of people, organizations and society as a whole to manage their affairs 
successfully’, a capacity development framework is presented to guide the planning, 
implementation and monitoring of the Project’s capacity-related activities. A literature review of 
capacity development and change processes in complex adaptive systems is presented, along 
with practical examples and lessons from earlier projects managed by Bioversity International on 
upgrading value chains of neglected and underutilized species, linking nutrition and agricultural 
diversity, and managing climate risks at farm level. 
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Applying Outcome Mapping to research for development 
projects: The new IFAD-EU NUS Project 
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Part of the challenge in monitoring and evaluating research for development initiatives comes from 
the multiplicity of interventions and actors that intervene and interact along the project pathway. 
Since 2013 Bioversity International is encouraging and supporting the use of Outcome Mapping‡ 
among its scientists and project managers as a tool for establishing an integrated system for 
 
‡ http://www.outcomemapping.ca/ 
